University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiSur

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

9-26-1997

Argentine Government Makes Many Promises as
Legislative Elections Near
LADB Staff

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur
Recommended Citation
LADB Staff. "Argentine Government Makes Many Promises as Legislative Elections Near." (1997).
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur/12414

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiSur by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 55055
ISSN: 1060-4189

Argentine Government Makes Many Promises as Legislative
Elections Near
by LADB Staff
Category/Department: Argentina
Published: 1997-09-26
Argentine President Carlos Menem has taken the political offensive just prior to the October
congressional elections with headline-grabbing spending pledges. As the elections near, polls show
the governing Partido Justicialista-peronista (PJ) could lose major races for the first time in ten
years. Opponents call the spending pledges desperate campaign tactics, and critics question where
the money for the promised benefits will come from. After six years of frozen wages, Menem has
promised benefits to companies that hire people over 45 and announced raises for pensioners and
teachers. Menem also said 350,000 companies with overdue tax payments will be allowed to pay off
their debts over time at cheap interest rates, and he promised US$500 million in subsidies to create
more than one million jobs.
The administration has sent conflicting signals about exactly when the teachers would receive their
raise. It was also unclear how many pensioners would receive an increase and how large it would
be, although estimates of the cost of the plan run from US$450 million to US$800 million. Economists
said Menem's promises were vague enough to make it difficult to assess their impact on the newly
introduced 1998 budget. "The impact of these promises on 1998 spending targets seems relatively
limited, although it seems difficult now for them to be met," said Pedro Rabassa, economist at Banco
Quilmes.
The opposition dismissed the proposals as expensive electioneering. Former economy minister
Domingo Cavallo now at odds with his former boss called the promises irresponsible "economic
anti-reforms." The Alianza por el Trabajo, la Justicia y la Educacion, the coalition that includes the
Union Civica Radical (UCR) and the Frente para un Pais Solidario (FREPASO), said their growing
support in the polls forced Menem to promise the wage increases before the elections (see NotiSur,
08/08/97).
According to a recent survey, in a key race, the Alianza's candidate for Congress in Buenos Aires
province, Graciela Fernandez Meijide, leads the PJ's Hilda "Chiche" Duhalde by 5%. Duhalde's
husband, Eduardo Duhalde, is the governor of Buenos Aires province and is the most likely PJ
candidate to succeed Menem in 1999. "They're saying it's political propaganda, but if we don't
implement those measures, then they say we are not do anything," said Presidential Secretary
Alberto Kohan.

Pensioners to receive income increase
The government's promised raise for pensioners which is supposed to begin in January will do
little to solve their economic problems. In Argentina, 87% of the 3.3 million retirees receive monthly
pensions that are less than the minimum salary (about US$500), and one-fourth receive less than US
$150. During the past decade, Argentina's elderly have held street protests each Wednesday in front
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of Congress, throwing eggs at the building, grappling with police, and even occasionally coming to
blows with legislators. Pensioners have joined the ranks of the "new poor," those who once formed
part of the middle class, many with their own homes and with university degrees, but who now
struggle to survive on their meager incomes. The current economic program which was launched in
1991, bringing stability and benefitting many precipitated the decline in pensioners' buying power.
One cause was the privatization of public utility companies. When the companies were under
state control, retirees received significant discounts, which were eliminated by law when the firms
were privatized. Social workers say a common survival strategy for the elderly is to do without
basic services. Another is to turn to the barter system, cooking or sewing in exchange for goods or
services. With what they save by bartering, some are able to pay their utility bills and taxes. The
elderly were skeptical of the president's promise and protesters burned a letter from Menem in
front of Congress.
Leaders call the promise a bid for votes, which will very likely evaporate after the elections.
Administration sends mixed signals to teachers Major differences within the administration
regarding teachers' demands for salary increases and improvements in the education system are
playing out through paid ads in the press. The most recent round began Sept. 11 when Menem ran
an ad promising to increase teachers' salaries before he leaves office.
Education Minister Susana Decibe first said the increase, which would go into effect next year,
would be approximately 20%, then retracted and said the 20% referred to an increase in the
education budget, not salaries, and that the increase would come over two or three years. In a rally
to mark teachers' day, more than 5,000 people demonstrated at the "white tent of dignity" in front of
Congress to show their support for teachers, who have been fasting there since April 2 (see NotiSur,
05/16/97, 06/13/97, 07/18/97).
Marta Maffei, head of the Confederacion de Trabajadores de la Educacion de la Republica Argentina
(CTERA), said Menem's pledge was a positive step, but was not enough. She also said the teachers
would not end their protest until they are guaranteed a response to their demands. They are calling
for an increase in the education budget from 3% to 6% of GDP and a 50% salary increase. "We doubt
the government's commitment to respond to the teachers' demands," said Maffei. "The president
knows well that you can't rule by publishing ads. If the government has a proposal, it should send
it to Congress." Meanwhile, on Sept. 22, Menem published another ad expressing the government's
intention to send an education financing bill to Congress before year-end.
Menem referred to the hike in teachers' salaries as "my government's most immediate goal,"
and added that the increase would be a joint effort between the federal government and the
provinces. Teachers' salaries have become a major source of conflict within the administration,
especially between Education Minister Decibe and Economy Minister Roque Fernandez. On Sept.
21, Fernandez ran an ad in the newspaper Clarin saying there is no money to increase teachers'
salaries, and warning that foreign credits would not be used for that purpose. Fernandez also
outraged teachers by saying that for every teacher who gets paid for being in a classroom, two more
are collecting salaries for doing nothing.
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The CTERA said it would sue Fernandez for libel for those remarks. Menem creates office of public
ethics to fight corruption The administration has also made an all-out effort to counteract persistent
charges of corruption, an effort the press has called "election sanitizing." The effort coincides with
criticism from the International Monetary Fund (IMF) about the extent of corruption in Argentina.
And, Transparency International has listed Argentina as the eleventh most corrupt country in
the world (see NotiSur, 09/19/97). "I don't believe there is structural corruption in Argentina, just
isolated pockets," said the director of the newly created office to fight corruption, Jose Castineira de
Dios. He also denied that the office was set up to impress voters.
At the same time, Menem set off a new confrontation with the national and international press
when he implied violence against the press is sometimes justified. His remarks were in response to
editorials in both The New York Times and The Miami Herald charging impunity and lack of press
freedom in Argentina. Menem later apologized for his remarks. [Sources: The Buenos Aires Herald
(Argentina), 09/16/97; Inter Press Service, 09/03/97, 09/11/97, 09/18/97, 09/19/97; Reuter, 09/08/97,
09/15/97, 09/21/97; Clarin (Argentina), 09/16/97, 09/24/97]
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